e Middle East region is characterized by distinctive ethnic, cultural and religious diversity. e largest ethnic minority in the Middle East region is the Kurds, who belong to a group of Iranian Aryan nations. ey are the fourth largest nation in the Middle East. Most estimates of the total number of Kurds oscillate between 30 and 40 million.
e Kurds are the most numerous nation without their own state 1 . Regional and international interests have led to the Kurds being divided into five countries: Turkey, Iran, Iraq, Syria and Armenia. In addition to this, we find smaller Kurdish communities in Azerbaijan, Kyrgyzstan, Lebanon and Pakistan. In the last decades of the last century, many Kurds emigrated to Europe and the United States. In Armenia, the Kurdish situation is stable. However, in Turkey, Iran, Iraq and Syria, the Kurdish presence is a major problem because of the politics and inability of these countries to find a suitable political, economic and cultural mechanism to incorporate the Kurds into the relevant nation state, where all citizens have the same rights. e status of the Kurds in the above mentioned countries is different. In Iraq, the Autonomous Region of Kurdistan was established, and partly successful are the Kurds in Syria, where they currently control part of northern territory. Turkey and Iran, however, deny the existence of a Kurdish ethnic group in their countries.
Kurdish minority in the Middle East
e issue of minorities is a universal problem that concerns both developing and the developed countries in the world 2 . is problem is like an endless story as it has passed through different historical periods. It always appears and vanishes, depending on the 1 K. Yildiz, e Kurds in Turkey: EU Accession and Human Rights, London 2005, p. 4. 2 e.g. France, Belgium, Ireland, USA, Australia and others.
power-political, social, cultural and economic changes. e status of minorities and their discrimination, integration or assimilation affects everyday reality in many societies. In the independent states, the issue of the status of minority is related to the issue of protecting the sovereignty of the state, maintaining political stability, as well as economic and cultural development.
e issue of ethnic and religious minority status in the Middle East is one of the sensitive and relatively dangerous issues because it embodies the real political, social and economic conflict that raises various racial, ethnic and religious disputes and social unrest. is problem is closely linked to the principle of democracy, protection of human rights and freedom of expression, which unfortunately are not yet common reality in the Middle East.
Minority issues in the Middle East emerged thanks to Western powers, which had a significant share in its politicization. It dates back to the beginning of the Western expansion into Ottoman territory. Western powers supported the interests of various religious and ethnic minorities, which helped them to strengthen their position in the Middle East. A er the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the Kurds had a real claim to their own state 3 . e outcome of the conference of victorious powers held in Sévres (1920) 
Ethnic and linguistic identities
Tracing the origin of the Kurds requires a return to antiquity. eir origin is shrouded by lots of guesswork and assumptions. Ancestors of the Kurds probably appeared in the territory of Iran at the turn of the third and second millennium BC 6 as mountain tribes who gradually mixed with the domestic population. ere are several hypotheses about the origin of Kurdish ethnicity. e most supportive hypothesis is based on the fact that most Kurds claim descent from the Medes, the northern neighbours and imperial predecessors of the ancient Persians. Since the second millennium BC the Indo-European ethnics (different groups or tribes of Iranian origin) come to the areas of the historical Kurdistan. Among them were the Medes Modern Kurdish does not represent a unified and by all Kurds recognized and used language. Kurds do not have their own state, which is also reflected in their culture and linguistic situation, as they are scattered across ethnically and culturally different countries. Kurdish is different from Turkish and Arabic, but very similar to Farsi, the national language of Iran. e Kurdish language includes two major, relatively different dialects. About two-thirds of the Kurds, mainly in the northwest areas of Kurdistan, speak Kurmanji, using Roman script. e Sorani dialect is spoken by Kurds in Iraqi Kurdistan and in the relevant regions of Iran. It is written in an adapted form of the Arabic script. ere are a few more dialects used in the limited geographic areas of Turkey, Iran and Iraq, but all have succumbed to the strong influence of the official language of the country.
No unified script is used to write Kurdish (Kurdish dialects), due to the absence of a standard written form of Kurdish that could be generally accepted. In Turkey and Syria, the Kurdish language uses Roman script. In Syria, a Kurdish adaptation of Roman script was created. In Turkey, the Kurdish is written in Roman script adapted to Turk-6 Some historical sources point to the second and first millennium BC. 7 In the eighth-seventh century BC, they created their own state in the northwest part of the Iranian Plateau. ish spelling. In Iran and Iraq, the modified Arabic script is used to write Kurdish, in accordance with the constitution which provides Arabic script as the only permissible official one. In the former Soviet republics, modified variant of Cyrillic is used. e differences between the two main dialects are abysmal, so some linguists tend to designate them as separate languages 11 . is, together with the use of different types of scripts, complicates the effort to establish a unified literary language. Even the political situation does not help standardizing the language. Kurdish (Sorani dialect) has gained the status of an official language only in Iraq (in 2005) .
Language is the bearer of culture. It is an important ethno-identifying and culturalidentifying element. erefore, each ethnic group should retain its own language and cultural traditions. Kurds demonstrate their national identity by their language in countries where the majority population speaks different languages (Arabic, Turkish, Persian). Children learn language in the family, but especially during schooling. e media are part of people's everyday live, and as a means of communication, they influence the language skills of both educated and uneducated people. It is, therefore, understandable that the Kurds are striving to promote the Kurdish language in the media and the education system. In Iran and Syria, Kurdish as a teaching language is forbidden. Turkey gradually, but very cautiously, extends the language rights of the Kurdish minority 12 . Since 2002, Kurdish has been allowed to be taught in private schools 13 . In 2009, the first official Kurdish TV channel TRT-6 began broadcasting in Kurdish. However, it does not have any constitutional and legal guarantees, so the Turkish government can abolish it at any time. At present, other TV channels can also broadcast in local languages, but only four hours a day, and have to subtitle in Turkish 14 . In the various areas of the historic Kurdistan, the Kurdish communities live in a special religious community called Yazidis. Its members played an important role in the Kurdish tribal society in the past. e largest group lives in northern Iraq. ere is also the seat of their leader and their main shrine. Some authors refer to them as an Islamic sect. However, Czech Islamologist, Luboš Kropáček, points out that it is not about the Islamic sect, but about a syncretistic religion in which many Islamic elements mixed with the various religious traditions of the Middle East (shamanistic, Sabaenian, Zoroastrian, Jewish, and Christian) 17 . e Islamic share is undoubtedly significant, including, for example, the boy's circumcision, the fast, the pilgrimage, the esoteric elements of Sufism (Islamic mystical teachings). e Yazidis form closed endogamous and hierarchically structured communities. Islamic orthodoxy has condemned the adherents of this sect as heretics.
Confessional identity
e confessional structure of the Kurdish people confirms that there has never been a common religion that could fulfil the unifying function for the creation of a common literary language, which could fix the cultural heritage of the Kurds in writing. In the Arabic cultural environment, just the language of the Qur'an has become the basis of language standards for classical literary Arabic, which replaced several languages used in the Arab-Islamic Empire. On the other hand, Kurdish culture is rich due to this religious diversity. A er Islam was infiltrated to Kurdish communities, Islamic culture has blended with local customs and different religious traditions. Despite the strong Islamic influence, the Kurds have still retained some old customs based on other religious ideas. Traditional cultural elements have gradually adapted to new living conditions as part of the way of life and culture of the society in which the Kurdish minority lived. Kurdish culture represents a mosaic of traditions and values that originate in the rich Kurdish pre-Islamic history. erefore, it is not surprising that many contemporary Kurds consider Zoroastrianism to be their original religion.
In connection with the religious identity, it must be noted that Sunni Islam, which is generally the most widespread religion among the Kurds, stands for most of them at a similar level as their ethnicity. is distinguishes the Kurds, for example, from the Arabs, for whom Islam may play an ever more important role than their Arab identity.
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Tribal identity/the phenomenon of tribalism e main objective of the Kurds is the creation of a common state even though they are politically fragmented and as an ethnic group represent a diverse mosaic of tribes and clans of different confessional identity, migrating to ethnically, linguistically and culturally diverse countries. In the past, Kurds lived nomadic lives in a closed tribal system with a fixed social hierarchy and a patriarchal family structure. e tribal and clan closeness predestined the fate of each family member. e rigorous hierarchy of power has ensured the inviolability of the feudal elite/tribal leaders. A member of the tribe had to respect their decisions and not be able to move out of the territory of the tribe. e landowners (called aghas) owned the land, possessed it and the people who worked on it. Changes in political and economic conditions have resulted in tribal disputes and religious differences, which has led to a disruption of the closure of the living space. e Kurdish community was divided into a number of rival and warring tribes. Many leader families have been differently associated with the authorities of the state in which they lived. And that is one of the main reasons for the failure of efforts to achieve ethnic and cultural autonomy.
In Kurdish society, there is a strong rooted ethnic coherence, solidarity and respect for the traditions that belong to the basic principles of the tribal community. e degree of respect for these principles is compounded by the fact that the Kurds are disseminated in several states of different ethnicity and with a different level of their status as a minority. e principle of co-responsibility and the sense of belonging are considered to be the most important factors in preserving the Kurdish identity. e political, social and cultural development of the Kurdish society has been affected by many factors, in particular the diversity of ethnicities and cultures that shared the same territory with the Kurds. ey lived with these ethnicities and took from them certain cultural elements that they acquired or adapted to their needs. ey are ethnics of Aryan, Semitic, Armenian, Turkish and other origin. Specific political-geographic and language conditions have influenced the formation of Kurdish identity.
Kurds inhabited the rugged mountainous environment that divided them into isolated and distant tribes. roughout their history, tribal identity prevailed over ethnicity. Tribal settlement and mountain life have restricted the formation of national consciousness, and therefore the Kurdish regions have been subject to invasions and the domination of great empires. e Arabic and Ottoman Empires dominated most of Kurdish region, some Kurdish areas were under the rule of the Persian Empire. is condition lasted until the World War I, when the Allies agreed to resolve the division of the Ottoman Empire and hence the division of the Kurdistan among several states. Politics of the Le and Communist political parties, especially in the 1950s, ignored the Kurdish tribal identity and strongly promoted only a national dimension among people.
At the turn of the twentieth and twenty-first century, the tribal awareness seemed to weaken, and the tribalism phenomenon (tribal cohesion) would disappear. However, it turns out that tribalism still represents a very strong link between the Kurds. At present, it is almost unacceptable that the Kurd, who intends to assume a significant political role, does not belong to a tribal elite or group and has no firm ties with it.
In recent years, there has been a tendency to break these tribal links and strengthen the civil society, i.e. civil secular currents. e problem of the Kurds historically rests in tribal clans and the phenomenon of tribalism, which on the one hand, played a role in the survival of Kurdish society, but on the other, they prevented the creation of a Kurdish entity. Tribalism was a fertile ground for the external political forces that exploited this phenomenon and rivalry between the tribes for the territorial distribution of the Kurds, making it impossible for them to unite and create their own entity.
In the case of Iraqi Kurdistan, tribalism/tribal identity played a positive role in the struggle for the establishment of autonomy for Iraqi Kurds. e Iraqi Kurdish community is complexly divided into a number of tribes and clans 18 . Most lands and pastures belong to a tribal leader who controls the inner and outer affairs of his tribe. Iraqi Kurds did not get used to being subordinate to the state political and administrative system. Tradition, religion and tribal loyalty have played and still play a key role in shaping the Kurdish citizen's vision of the administrative and political system to be subjected to. So many Iraqi Kurds are members of tribes and clans and are loyal to their leaders. e fulfilment of the duties laid down by the leader of the tribe is perceived not only as an obligation, but they mostly do so by their own conviction and respect towards the leader. As for political or military authorities, they do not feel such loyalty or respect for them.
National, religious, tribal, political and state identities are real and they cannot be ignored. e success of the Iraqi Kurds proves that the strongest perceived identity is the Kurdish one, because Kurdish national interest stands above all other identities.
Conclusions
Kurdistan is a geographic bridge linking different nations (Arabs, Iranians, Turks and Kurds). It is close to the Gulf of the Persian Gulf and the Mediterranean Sea and its strategic importance results from the strategic importance of Iraq, Iran, Syria, and Turkey. It has a rich supply of oil and water. Kurds make up a significant percentage of the Middle East population, allowing them to create an influential independent state. e ideological platforms of Kurdish political parties and forces are diverse, but also unified in promoting the Kurdish national rights. e issue of total Kurdish independence is very complicated as the conditions in the four parts of Kurdistan are significantly different, and so are the political discourse and the forms of political action. A unified solution to the Kurdish question seems to be unrealistic. According to independent Iraqi-Kurdish analyst Karoch Selim, it is possible to imagine several independent Kurdish entities, but the only Greater Kurdistanis obviously just a dream. Turkey and Iran will never allow the Kurds to establish autonomy of the Iraqi Kurdistan model, as these countries consider this solution a threat to state security. Despite these facts, Kurds will certainly not give up their ambitions. e Kurdish region will continue to try to show its national and political identity as the Turks or the Arabs did to create their own region on the basis of the Arabic identity that connects most of the population of the Arab countries.
